Book Review: \u3ci\u3eAboriginal Oral Traditions: Theory, Practice, Ethics\u3c/i\u3e Edited by Renée Hulan and Renate Eigenbrod by Simpkins, Maureen
University of Nebraska - Lincoln
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln
Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and
Social Sciences Great Plains Studies, Center for
Fall 2009
Book Review: Aboriginal Oral Traditions: Theory,
Practice, Ethics Edited by Renée Hulan and Renate
Eigenbrod
Maureen Simpkins
University College of the North
Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/greatplainsresearch
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Great Plains Studies, Center for at DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and Social Sciences by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln.
Simpkins, Maureen, "Book Review: Aboriginal Oral Traditions: Theory, Practice, Ethics Edited by Renée Hulan and Renate Eigenbrod"
(2009). Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and Social Sciences. 1044.
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/greatplainsresearch/1044
Great Plains Research Vol. 19 No. 2, 2009242
© 2009 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska–Lincoln
 Kavanagh provided me with a copy of these field notes 
for use in my own research on Comanche military and 
dance societies in the 1990s, so I have been familiar with 
them for a number of years. One of the goals of ethnohis-
torians is to publish primary documents to make them 
more accessible to scholars, the Native community they 
describe, and the public. As someone who uses multiple 
sets of unpublished ethnographic field notes that involve 
transcription, I regard Comanche Ethnography as a work 
that reflects the fruition of this goal while providing a 
model for future publications of edited ethnographic field 
notes. Moreover, these data offer potential future contri-
butions to Comanche cultural retention and to studies on 
a wide range of topics. Thomas Kavanagh deserves com-
mendation for making these notes available to others in 
such a well-organized, contextualized, and useful format. 
William C. Meadows, Department of Sociology, Anthro-
pology, and Criminology, Missouri State University.
Battles of the Red River War: Archeological Perspec-
tives on the Indian Campaign of 1874. By J. Brett Cruse, 
with contributions by Martha Doty Freeman and Douglas 
D. Scott. Foreword by Robert M. Utley. College Station: 
Texas A&M University Press, 2008. xix + 249 pp. Maps, 
illustrations, tables, notes, bibliography, index. $29.95 
cloth.
 The Red River War of 1874-75—also known as the 
Buffalo War after its principal cause, the invasion of the 
Southern Plains by non-Indian buffalo hunters—was the 
final phase in the military subjugation of the Comanches, 
Kiowas, and Southern Arapahos and Cheyennes. This 
book examines six of the 20-some battlefields and skir-
mish sites; as most of those sites are on private property, 
the selection of which sites to examine was based as much 
on access as on importance.
 The book is divided into 12 chapters of varying 
lengths. Following a short introduction, chapter 2 gives 
a superficial historical overview of the Southern Plains, 
unfortunately based on outdated sources. While the au-
thor discusses at some length the 1867 Treaty of Medicine 
Lodge Creek, he (and Martha Doty Freeman in chapter 
4 only indirectly) does not mention at all the preceding 
1865 Treaty of the Little Arkansas; the latter is important 
as it reserved the entire Texas Panhandle for the signatory 
tribes. While the Medicine Lodge Treaty reduced the 
size of the reservation, the Indians’ hunting rights in the 
Panhandle were retained. Thus sentences such as “within 
a year, the majority of the reservation Indians had gone 
back to hunting on the plains, paying no attention to their 
imposed boundaries” are meaningless: while hunting in 
the Panhandle, the Indians were fully within their rights. 
The Medicine Lodge treaty also barred non-Indians from 
residing in the Panhandle. So to argue that the army was 
protecting the buffalo hunters from renegade Indians is 
doubly incorrect.
 Chapters 3 and 4 deal with research methods, both 
field and laboratory and archival and historiographic. In 
chapter 4, Martha Doty Freeman discusses several new 
documentary sources she has uncovered at the National 
Archives.
 The discussion of Indian battle tactics in chapter 5 
suffers from reliance on outdated analyses of generalized 
Plains warfare as emphasizing the “rewarding individual 
exploits at the expense of teamwork.” Inclusion of the 
fight at the Adobe Walls, which initiated the War, would 
have belied that assertion.
 Chapters 6 through 11 individually discuss the six 
battlefields chosen for investigation. For each, the battle 
site was surveyed with metal detectors, and artifacts were 
plotted via GPS systems. These data were then transferred 
to computer-generated maps of artifact distribution. Un-
fortunately, for several of the sites several different base 
maps are presented, and it is often difficult to align the 
different maps one to another. These surveys, however, 
did produce some revisions to the military history of the 
campaigns.
 Chapter 12 summarizes the results of these surveys 
and provides an overview of local museums with Red 
River War collections. The book closes with eight appen-
dices of varying apparent relevancy and immediacy. 
 This book provides an improvable model; while the 
use of recent technology in the investigation of archaeo-
logical sites is laudable, the failure to integrate recent 
research on the wars of the Great Plains leaves much to be 
desired. Thomas W. Kavanagh, Department of Sociol-
ogy and Anthropology, Seton Hall University.
Aboriginal Oral Traditions: Theory, Practice, Ethics. 
Edited by Renée Hulan and Renate Eigenbrod. Black 
Point, NS: Fernwood Publishing, 2008. 170 pp. Figure, 
notes, references. C$24.95 paper.
 This collection of essays acknowledges and celebrates 
Aboriginal oral traditions in contemporary Aboriginal 
communities. Furthermore, many of these articles also 
tackle issues of appropriation, oral tradition in the courts, 
the effects of intellectual property rights, and the elec-
tronic media while drawing on the experience of Aborigi-
nal community members themselves. In the cases and 
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examples cited, the theory is not separated from practice, 
which helps ground the articles in current realities and 
pushes ethical discussions in empowering directions. 
 These essays are the result of a conference held in 
2005 inspired by the archived work of Silas T. Rand, a 
missionary who listened to and gathered Mi’kmaq stories 
in the mid-1800’s. Many academics, filmmakers, histori-
ans, and community members have been involved with 
researching and discussing the many layers of historical 
and community interpretation of these stories. 
 While making for a slim volume, these nine essays (by 
Andrea Bear Nicholas, Stephen J. Augustine, Catherine 
Martin, Greg Young-Ing, Drew Mildon, Sophie McCall, 
Michele Grossman, Tasha Hubbard, and Qwo-Li Drisk-
ill, with an introduction by Renée Hulan and Renate 
Eigenbrod) cover an impressive scope of current issues 
concerning Aboriginal oral traditions. As those working 
in the area of oral history know, much has been written 
about the historical evolution of Euro-western culture that 
privileged the western written mode of communication 
over Aboriginal oral traditions. This collection repre-
sents a post-Delgamuukw v. British Columbia look at the 
theory, practice, and ethics involved when conducting 
Aboriginal oral history research. 
 All the authors are trying in their own ways to de-
colonize ingrained practices and approaches and stress 
the importance of oral narratives in their communal con-
texts. They provide us with many examples and options 
for changing practices and attitudes. There are several 
areas of focus for these essays that, when woven together, 
form an imaginative and challenging read. The topics of 
ethics, authority, and community validation are often the 
main themes interlacing the essays. Whatever the topic 
or practice, many of the authors advocate going back to 
the community for validation and interpretation. This is 
one of the collection’s strengths. There is a need for oral 
history practitioners who are working with Aboriginal 
communities to reflect on and learn from examples of 
how projects can become part of the community and how 
this process is often part of community healing. 
 My only criticism is that the collection is a bit uneven 
in terms of the length and depth of the articles. Articles 
are as brief as 6 pages or as comprehensive as 26 pages, 
which interrupts the flow of the larger discussion. 
 Qwo-Li Driskill ends the collection by saying that 
“we can continue oral traditions and imagine new sto-
ries for a decolonized future.” As historians, oral history 
practitioners, or academics we need to be continually 
looking at decolonizing approaches and processes, and 
this book provides many examples and poses many 
important questions. Maureen Simpkins, Aboriginal 
and Northern Studies, University College of the North, 
Thompson, Manitoba.
Loren Eiseley: Commentary, Biography, and Re-
membrance. Edited by Hilda Raz. Introduction by Scott 
Slovic. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2008. xxi 
+ 69 pp. $9.95 paper.
 This little book is a nice addition to the Loren Eiseley 
shelf in my home library. Much has been written about 
Eiseley’s life, thought, and work, but he still remains little 
known to the public at large. As authors of essays in this 
volume testify from various angles, Eiseley’s writings are 
a rich reservoir of notions and emotions that connect hu-
mans to nature, life, and to themselves. The essays were 
first published in the Fall 1997 issue of Prairie Schooner, 
the journal in which the 20-year-old Eiseley published his 
first poem in 1927. 
 Scott Slovic’s introductory chapter is a thoughtful 
overview of Eiseley as a nature writer and deserves 
reading more than once. In the first essay poet Howard 
Nemerov gives a reminiscence of his “distant friend.” 
The longest essay (“Eiseley in Lincoln”) by Gale Chris-
tianson (author of Fox at the Wood Edge: A Biography of 
Loren Eiseley, 1990) sheds light on the early influences 
in Eiseley’s life. Naomi Brill (last essay) continues this 
theme by emphasizing that Eiseley came from a child-
hood of suffering and loneliness, but, thanks to his sen-
sitiveness to nature, he came to love the small things that 
are easily lost from our ordinary view. Eiseley’s long-
time secretary Caroline Werkley remarks that Eiseley’s 
ability to see magic and mystery everywhere would have 
made him a shaman in ancient tribes as it made him a 
scientist in our age.
 Fred Carlisle (author of Loren Eiseley: The Devel-
opment of a Writer, 1983) aptly characterizes Eiseley’s 
writings (his “literary achievement”) as having four 
layers: science, autobiography, poetry, and metaphysics. 
Eiseley, I believe, was also a writer of four seasons. Peter 
Heidtmann (author of Loren Eiseley: A Modern Ishmael, 
1991) picks up the “autumn” side of Eiseley as “an iso-
late haunted by darkness.” Erleen Christensen argues 
that Eiseley as an evolutionary scientist saw time back-
ward, expressed in millions of years, and thus uncovered 
death and the reality of “zero.” Ben Howard starts from 
the same premise and then attempts to “speak of Eise-
ley’s gift for evoking the spiritual condition of man in 
a state of grace.” I wish Howard’s three-page essay had 
been longer.
